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Ecuadoran conservatives experienced a major setback in Jan. 31 elections for president, vice
president, members of the national congress, and provincial and municipal posts. Of 10 presidential
candidates, Rodrigo Borja of the Democratic Left Party (social democrat in political terms), and
Abdala Bucaram Ortiz of the Roldosista Party (Partido Roldosista de Ecuador) were the two front
runners. Borja captured 21% of the vote, and Bucaram, almost 16%. According to Ecuadoran
law, a presidential candidate must receive an absolute majority of all votes cast to win the office.
Consequently, Ecuadoran voters will cast ballots for Borja or Bucaram in a run-off election May 8.
The president and all other winners on Jan. 31 will assume office on Aug. 10. The proportions of
the vote captured by the two front runners were small because five strong candidates were in the
race, and 15% of the ballots were declared null and void. About 3.2 million of an eligible 4.6 million
persons voted. Borja, who was narrowly defeated by Social Christian President Leon Febres Cordero
in the 1984 elections, was the favorite, although polls predicted he would not win the 50%-plus of
votes necessary to avoid the run-off. Survey results prior to the elections, however, had predicted
that the Social Christian candidate, Sixto Duran, would take second place. Duran came in third
with 13% of the votes. His defeat at the polls was interpreted as a reflection of Febres Cordero's
unpopularity. Duran was closely followed by former Gen. Frank Vargas. Christian Democrat Jamil
Mahaud came in fifth. Borja ran first in 16 of the country's 20 provinces, while his party captured
the largest bloc of seats in the national congress. Several defeated presidential candidates are also
expected to endorse him. In the congressional race, after 80% of the votes had been counted, it
appeared that the Democratic Left party won 25 of the 71 seats, and the Christian Democrats, 10.
The Social Christians captured only seven seats. Both candidates for the May 8 runoff theoretically
represent center-left positions. Consequently, political analysts have predicted that the campaign
will likely be dominated by their different personalities and a traditional competition between
the tropical port city of Guayaquil and the mountain capital of Quito. Borja is expected to win.
Bucaram, however, has long been considered an unpredictable variable Ecuadoran politics. His
brand of populism is particularly appealing to the urban poor. Among other things, he has pledged
to provide "shoes for the shoeless," employment for the jobless, and a significant increase in the
minimum wage. Bucaram's message is directed at the country's "dispossessed majority." Bucaram
comes from a family with a strong political tradition. His late uncle, Assad, dominated Guayaquil
politics for many years, while sister Marta was married to President Jaime Roldos Aguilera,
who died in a plane crash in 1981. In the 1970s, Assad Bucaram was perceived as the country's
most popular politician, and his rise to the presidency seemed inevitable. As a result, opposition
political forces threatened by his charisma, organized a campaign to adopt a constitutional reform
prohibiting persons born of foreign parents to run for the presidency. Deprived of his presidential
aspirations, Assad joined forces with Roldos Aguilera who was elected president in 1979. After
Assad's death, Roldo's name was adopted by nephew Abdala's Roldosista Party, founded in 1983.
In the 1984 elections, he was elected mayor of Guayaquil. Later, in an effort to escape charges for
"defaming" the armed forces, Abdala was forced into exile in Panama. Ecuadoran journalists have
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stated that the Febres Cordero government permitted Bucaram's return from exile and his "political
rehabilitation" in an attempt to fragment Borja's political constituency. Encouraged by the Reagan
administration, President Cordero adopted "free market policies" to stimulate private business and
reduce the state intervention in the economy. These policies led to the steep devaluation of the sucre
and a substantial increase in interest rates. The Febres Cordero government was also hurt by the
collapse of oil prices in 1986, and the earthquake that destroyed the country's major oil pipeline in
March 1987. Ecuador earns over half its export revenues from petroleum, and the combined setbacks
cost the country an estimated $2 billion. Economic growth during the Social Christian government
has remained sluggish. Despite Febres Cordero's promise to create "bread and jobs," inflation
has outstripped wage increases by about 10%, and nearly half the working population is un- or
underemployed. Under the present government, a dramatic increase in human rights violations
was recorded. The Ecumenical Commission on Human Rights, an independent, church- associated
group, said torture had become commonplace. Allegations of torture, homicide and arbitrary
arrest were among the reasons the opposition-controlled Congress impeached Interior Minister
Luis Robles, who resigned recently. The opposition charged the Social Christian government with
tolerating human rights violations by the police, and with violating the constitution by over-ruling
the congress. The government was also charged with attempts to restrict press freedoms. Borja
has said he will modify the free market measures and that Ecuador's $9.5 million foreign debt is
unpayable under present conditions. In interviews following the announcement of election results
on the evening of Jan. 31, Bucaram said he would oppose continued payment on the foreign debt,
and continuity of existing economic policies. (Basic data from AP, 02/01/88, 02/02/88; Univision,
02/01/88; Prensa Latina, 02/01/88)
-- End --
